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The Goal of Soclal Studies
As Perceived by Some Sixth Grade Teachers
Norm Machart
Commun ity Education Director
Crookston , M innesota

Doubt has been expressed by leading s ocial
studies educators th a t adequate attenti on has been
given to the role of the cl assroom teacher in the
deve lopment and implementation o f the New Social
Studies and the more recent modifi cations and re finements (hereafter called the Newer So cial Studies)
(Gerl ach, 1971; Winn, 1971) . As Gerlach has stated:
Whether or not the new s ocial studies cur riculum can b e i mplemented successfully
depends prima rily upon the cl assroom
te a ch e r . . . the cl assroom te a cher must
posse s s a thorough unders t anding of, and
clear commitment to, the new s oci a l
studi es and it s objectives (Gerlach, 1971,
p. 180).
A serious problem cited has been t he lack o f
pre-service and in-service education opport un i t ies
for cl assroom and co llege s ocial studies te achers
in becoming familiar with and committed t o the objectives o f the Newer Soci a l Studies (Tucker, 1972 ;
Shaver, et al, 1974) .
Source of Data
In an attempt t o determine the influence of t he
Newer So cial Studies movement upon the goa ls o f
soci al st udies as perceived by classroom te a chers,
a stratified randomly selected sample of 75 sixt h
grade s ocial studies te achers fr om North Dakota,
South Dak ot a , Minnes ota, I owa. and Wis cons in were
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asked, by means of a mailed questionnaire, to state
what they believed to be the two most important goals
of social studies instruction. Replies were received
from 46 teachers (61 percent). Their responses appear
in Table 1 on the following page.
Findings and Discussion
The main feature of the Newer Social Studies
has been to help students gain an understanding of the
structure of history and various other social sciences
by becoming familiar with the basic concepts, generalizations and modes of inquiry peculiar to each
discipline (Unruh and Alexander, 1974). Emphasis in
the New Social Studies has been on the use of the
inquiry method for the purpose of helping students
develop skill in problem solving by thinking rationally and critically. The overriding goal of the
social studies revolution of the 1960s and 1970s has
been the development of citizens who possess the
necessary knowledge, skills, and desire to identify
and solve social problems (Gerlach, 1971; Barth and
Shermis, 1970; Engle, 1971; Manson, et al, 1971;
Barr, Barth and Shermis, 1977).
An examination of Table 1 shows that a majority
of the surveyed classroom teachers viewed social
studies as primarily for the purpose of the acquisition of facts (taken mainly from history and geography). Goals 1, 2, 3, 4 and 7 all reflect the traditional emphasis in social studies upon factual
content, although the factual content of Goals 1 and
2 is modified to some extent by emphasis on student
awareness of world problems and cultural comparisons.
Teachers knowledgeable about and clearly committed
to the objectives of the Newer Social Studies would
be most likely to select Goals 5, 6, 8, 9, 10 and 11.
But only a relatively low percentage of the respondents actually selected those purposes for social
studies. Most surprising of all, only two of the 46
respondents (4.3 percent) listed preparation for
active and effective citizenship as a primary goal of
social studies. Yet, since the addition of social
studies to the school curriculum in the early 1900s,
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TABLE 1
RESPONSES OF A FIVE STATE SAMPLE OF SIXTH GRADE SOCIAL STUDIES TEACHERS
TO THE QUESTION: WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE TO BE THE TWO MOST
IMPORTANT GOALS OF SOCIAL STUDIES INSTRUCfION?*

Goal of Social Studies In struct ion
1.
2.

3.
4.

Number

Percent

To help students become aware of world even t s, past
and present, and the basic problems facing mankind

20

43. 5

To develop within students an awarene ss of the
differences and similarities among the various cultures of the world

16

34. 8

To help students acquire factual knowledge of the
hi story and geography of the countries of the world

13

28.3

To he lp students become proficient in map and oth e r
reference skills

12

26. I

5.

To teach student s problem-solving skills

8

17. 4

6.

To help students become aware of the fact that we
are part of a world community

5

10.9

7.

To help students acquire knowledge of the geography
and history of their state and nation

4

8. 7

8.

To help students become familiar with the basic
structure of several social science disciplines and
the skills needed by social scientists

4

8.7

To help studen t s develop a sense of social and
economic re s ponsibility

3

6.5

9.
10.
11.

To assist student s in developing critical thinking
abi lity
Preparation for active and effective citizenship

4.3
2

4.3

*Of the 46 respondents, 40 listed two goals and 9 listed 1 goal; thus the
total number will not be 46 nor will the total percent equal 100.
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the primary purpose of social studies, as expressed
by professional associations and the majority of the
le aders in the field, h as remained the same: the
cultivation of good cit izenship (Barth and Shermis,
1970; Engle, 19 71; Gerlach, 1971; Barr, Barth and
Shermis, 1977).
What do the findings suggest? The results of
this survey suggest th a t a ma jority of those surveyed
are either unfamili ar with or do not support the objectives of the Newer Social Studies. This could be
due to l ac k of pre- and in-service educational opportunities for teachers to become f amili ar with the
rationale, obj e ctives, methods and content of the
Newer Soci a l Studies. Such finding s would support
Barr's (1974) cont ention tha t few te achers are f amili ar with and most remain untouched by the recent reform move ment in s oci al s tudie s . They would a lso
support the findings of Gross (1977) whose study of
the current status of social studies reported tha t the
respondents (st ate dep ar tment of education officials)
believe that the Newer Soci a l Studies has had little
influence upon teacher tra ining.
Another question as ked of the surveyed sixth
grade social studies te achers was: What do you consider to be the most significant trend or change
within the field of elementary social studies during
the past decade? Responses to this question are not
given here, but the l a ck of consensus is indicated
by the fact that th e responses fell into 18 categories. It is revealing to note that only 3 of the
46 respondents (6.5 percent) replied to the question
by listing the ch ange in emphasis from memorization
of facts to the development of an understanding of
key social science concepts and generalizations. This
can be viewed as an additional indication that the
sampled teachers possess little awareness of the underlying philosophy of the Newer Social Studies.
The role of the classroom teacher in successfully bringing about reform in American education
h as traditionally been limited and neglected. If
the average classroom social studies teacher has been
so little affected by the social studies curriculum
19

revision movement of the past decade and a half, as
this and other studies indicate, one must ask why this
is so. One explanation is that the pre- and in-service
classroom teacher's participation in and support of
the Newer Social Studies movement has not been provided for or sought. One is compelled to ask: Will
the next major attempt to reform social studies education repeat this mistake? If the past provides us
with a clue, then the answer is probably "Yes!"
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